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destruction, and adverse effects on crops and 
fisheries. SIDS are also disproportionately 
affected by natural disasters. The cumulative 
cost of disasters to SIDS’ economies over the 
past two decades has been as high as 90 per cent 
of GDP, reversing years of development gains. 

Climate-change-induced sea level rise in 
SIDS continues to be the most pressing threat 
to their environmental and socioeconomic 
development. Under the latest IPCC scenarios 
for a global average temperature increase of 
approximately 4° Celsius, sea level rise could 
be as much as one metre by 2100, a scenario that 
would affect almost 30 per cent of the popula-
tion of SIDS living in areas less than five metres 
above sea level. 

It is hoped that the new international climate 
change agreement currently being negotiated, 
and which will be adopted at the Paris con-
ference in 2015, might help to relieve SIDS of 

his year, 2014, was chosen as the 
International Year of Small Island 

Developing States in recognition of the need to 
see the escalating environmental crises facing 
these countries as a global challenge. 

How small island developing states (SIDS) 
respond to threats such as sea level rise, fresh-
water scarcity and biodiversity loss, and the 
degree of support they receive, is indicative of 
how we, collectively, will adapt to a host of cli-
mate change impacts in the coming decades. 

The world’s 52 SIDS boast a variety of endemic 
species, biodiversity and indigenous knowledge 
that make them mainstays of our planetary 
ecosystem. 

SIDS produce less than one per cent of global 
greenhouse gases, yet they are highly vulnera-
ble to the impacts of climate change, including 
coastal erosion, coral bleaching, ecosystem 
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some of the economic burden of adapting to the 
impacts of climate change, while also reducing 
the severity of the impacts on SIDS by reducing 
global greenhouse gas emissions. But we should 
not look at climate change threats in isolation 
from other anthropogenic ones, because cli-
mate change is exacerbating existing problems 
such as desertification, biodiversity loss, and 
food insecurity. 

Take the degradation of marine ecosystems as 
an example. A number of studies show that it 
is overfishing that outweighs all other human 
impacts on marine ecosystems, including cli-
mate change. 

With SIDS accounting for 7 out of 10 of the 
world’s countries most dependent on fish and 
seafood consumption, reducing emissions alone 
will not be enough to ensure that SIDS will have 
a sufficient supply of fish in the future.  The envi-
ronmental threats facing SIDS are the same ones 

that are facing us all. But larger economies, due 
to their scale, can better mask the impacts of 
exhausting their natural capital than smaller 
ones. However, if economic growth continues at 
the expense of our natural environment, we will 
all feel the impacts of climate change and envi-
ronmental degradation as acutely as the people 
of SIDS are feeling them now. 

Solutions to these threats that preserve the 
business-as-usual economic models that have 
brought SIDS to the state of economic and envi-
ronmental fragility they are in today will be 
temporary at best, and catastrophic at worst. 

That is why SIDS are beginning to take the 
first steps on a blue-green economy transition 
that will build their resilience to the impacts of 
climate change, and move their economies for-
ward—sustainably and inclusively.  The energy 
sector, where SIDS are leading the switch to 
renewables, is a prime example of necessity 

driving innovation and change. The cost of oil 
imports and debt servicing of up to 70 per cent 
of GDP has left SIDS highly vulnerable to fuel 
price fluctuations. On average, Pacific island 
households spend approximately 20 per cent of 
their household income on energy.

Many SIDS are now pursuing domestic renew-
able energy sources, such as solar and wind, for 
a more sustainable power production system. 
Through the Sustainable Energy For All initia-
tive, SIDS are undertaking expansion of their 
renewable energy sector and, by 2030, they 
should increase the deployment, penetration, 
and efficiencies of renewable sources using 
existing cost-effective technologies. 

The governments and people of SIDS will reiter-
ate their commitment to sustainable economic 
growth at the Third International Conference 
on SIDS, taking place in September in Samoa. 
What they are calling for are resources and sup-
port to act on that commitment on a scale that 
will radically change their fortunes. 

In support of this call to action, UNEP is pro-
ducing the Guidance Manual on Valuation and 
Accounting of Ecosystem Services for SIDS and 
the Global Environmental Outlook Report for 
SIDS, both of which make clear that the respon-
sible management of natural assets directly 
benefits the economy and is the cornerstone of 
sustainable socioeconomic development. 

Building the momentum for the transition of 
SIDS to a blue-green economy requires a sub-
stantial redirection of investment to increase 
the current level of public and private sector 
flows to key priority areas. SIDS have a crucial 
role to play in this transformation. From valu-
ing and managing their natural resources, such 
as fisheries, to putting the right incentives in 
place to allow the switch to renewable energy, 
each island state can advance its national sus-
tainable development goals. 

For the rest of the world, supporting SIDS on 
this journey of transition provides an unprece-
dented opportunity to be part of game-changing 
socioeconomic solutions that can be applied 
in broader contexts and bigger economies. In 
short, we should look upon SIDS as microcosms 
of our larger society, and not stand back and 
allow them to grapple with a threat that is, by 
and large, not of their own making. ▲ 

The environmental threats facing 
SIDS are the same ones that are 
facing us all. But larger economies, 
due to their scale, can better mask 
the impacts of exhausting their 
natural capital than smaller ones. 
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ore than twenty years ago, my country’s then-President, 
His Excellency Bailey Olter, addressed the first United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development—the 
so-called, Earth Summit—held in Rio de Janeiro. Speaking on 
behalf of the Pacific Islands Forum, as its current chairman, he 
stressed that climate change and its associated sea level rise 
was already threatening the homelands of more than ten mil-
lion people in island nations worldwide. By extension, and in 
differing ways, he pointed out, the threat to island peoples is 
an early warning to all the peoples of our planet.

The 1992 Earth Summit was a hopeful and optimistic occa-
sion where no less than 104 of the world’s Heads of State 
convened in an unprecedented session, fundamentally to 
agree that environmental protection and economic develop-
ment for both the developed and developing worlds are not 
mutually exclusive. The product of the conference, Agenda 
21, remains on the table today. 

Also at that historic conference, following several years 
of hard negotiations, the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was opened for 

signature. Several years later, at Kyoto, Japan, a protocol 
to the UNFCCC was adopted as a first step in setting global 
targets and timetables for reductions of greenhouse gas 
emissions, primarily those of carbon dioxide.

Without commenting on the many political considerations, it 
is fair to say that two circumstances have emerged in parallel 
since 1992 to present us with the dilemma that we face today. 
On the one hand—thanks to the diligence of our scientific col-
leagues worldwide and the evidence seen by our own eyes—we 
now know that climate change is no longer a debatable threat. 
It is happening, and its longer-term outcomes are increasingly 
predictable. On the other hand, bold speeches aside, the world 
has not yet found the political courage to take effective global 
action to reverse or even delay the mounting consequences 
of climate change. We all dare to hope that negotiators will 
overcome such obstacles in the UNFCCC process at the 
Conference of the Parties in Paris at the end of 2015, and pro-
duce an effective treaty that will be implemented in 2020.

But once emitted, emissions of carbon dioxide, the main focus 
of the UNFCCC, stay in the atmosphere for many hundreds to 
thousands of years. The climate of our planet does not turn on 
a dime. We in the islands—already experiencing land erosion, 
compromised food security, more intense storms and damage 
to our vital ocean resources—thus have to face the awful ques-
tion: “Is it already too late to save the islands that have been 
our homelands for thousands of years?”

Maybe not. With all the anguish and frustration over the 
seemingly endless debate in the UNFCCC, my country, the 
Federated States of Micronesia, decided in 2007 and since 
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